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ObituaryLarysa Pevny, Ph.D., 1965–2012Larysa Pevny at her home in Chapel Hill,
North Carolina, 2010On September 30, 2012, Larysa Pevny,
a shining light in the fields of neuroscience
and stem cell biology, passed away. Her
unexpected death was a devastating
loss to colleagues throughout the world.
In Larysa our community was graced
by a special person, gentle and loyal,
whose tangible love of science was felt
acutely by all who knew her, from her
days as a Ph.D. student to her time as
Associate Professor of Genetics, member
of UNCNeuroscience Center andDirector
of the UNC Center for Stem Cell Biology
and Regenerative Medicine. She leaves
a rich legacy in the areas of develop-
mental neurobiology and stem cell
biology, with her fundamental contribu-
tions now set to nurture future fields and
generations.
As a child, Larysa grew up in New York,
her parents’ love of family, and their
Ukrainian roots, matched only by their
love of the value of education. Thriving
in their warmth and support, Larysa at-
tended Columbia University, where she
rapidly realized her passion for science,
a B.A. in Biochemistry in 1987 leading
naturally to a Ph.D. studentship in the
lab of Dr. Frank Costantini. The Depart-
ment of Genetics at Columbia University
was in the vanguard of elucidating
mechanisms through gene knockout
approaches, and, studying the role of
the newly discovered transcription factor
Gata1, Larysa generated one of the first
chimeric mice with targeted embryonic
stem cells lacking the Gata1 gene. Her
thesis work, reported in Nature (1991)
and Development (1995), demonstrated
that Gata1 is required at an early
stage of red blood cell differentiation,
a seminal contribution to the hematopoi-
etic field. Complementing these studies,
she developed methods to transfer yeast
artificial chromosomes into mammalian
cells. For those of us lucky enough to
know Larysa at this time, two essentials
emerged. Here was a truly motivated
scientist, prepared to embrace the
lengthy, difficult steps to reach a distant
goal. And here was a true colleague,
ready to teach her newly acquired skills
as a mouse geneticist to others, already
gaining a reputation as a patient but
quietly insistent teacher.10 Cell Stem Cell 12, January 3, 2013 ª2013Larysa was welcomed with open arms
when she joined Robin Lovell-Badge’s
lab at the National Institute for Medical
Research in Mill Hill, London, for post-
doctoral studies. Many of Larysa’s erst-
while friends and colleagues had moved
from Columbia University to the UK in
the 1990s: who better to help recreate
the productive and exciting atmosphere
that typified a Columbia lab than Larysa?
In starting her own fledgling research
program, Larysa set out to ascertain
whether members of the Sox gene
family—newly described genes, some
with a pivotal role in sex determination—
might play a role in neural determination.
Colleagues remember Larysa, her voice
shaking with excitement and her eyes
dancing with delight, relating how the
distribution and activity of Sox B1 genes
did, indeed, indicate such a role.
Larysa immediately realized the poten-
tial of these observations, that a study
of the SOX proteins could aid in delin-
eating mechanisms involved in neural
determination, neural stem/progenitor-
like function, and neural restriction. This
was her opportunity, and she grasped it
with consummate elegance, hard work,
and vision. First with colleagues at
NIMR, and then in her newly established
independent lab in the Developmental
Genetics Programme at the University
of Sheffield, she brought to bear all her
knowledge of mouse genetics, devel-
oping transgenic mouse tools that would
enable neural precursor cells to be iso-
lated from embryonic stem cells by
genetic selection, and that would help to
prove that Sox2 functions to maintain
neural progenitor identity. It was a happy
marriage of developmental genetics and
the neural stem cell field.
But, as much as she loved the art
galleries, bookshops, and even the
delights of wind and rain in the UK, and
as much as she cherished the support of
her colleagues, she missed her family—
adoring parents Bohdan and Chrystyna;
siblings Taras and Olenka—of whom she
spoke with pride and longing. Larysa
relocated to the USA in 2001, joining
the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill asanAssistantProfessor in theDepart-
ment of Genetics and the UNC Neurosci-Elsevier Inc.ence Center. Here her genetic dissection
of Sox2 functions in nervous system
development, in particular in neural stem
cells and the development of the eye,
stood out for their experimental rigor and
elegance. She identified the retina as an
effective model to explore essential func-
tions of Sox2 in the central nervous
system. Using gene-dosage allelic series
of Sox2 mutations in the mouse, she
beautifully demonstrated how disruptions
in the precise regulation of SOX2 dosage
in progenitor cells can cause retinal
defects such as anophthalmia (absent
eye) or severe microphthalmia (small
eye), thus providing a tractable cellular
and molecular model for understanding
how hypomorphic levels of SOX2 cause
retinal defects in humans. Her studies
have helped provide us with an essential
framework for studying stem cells as
building blocks of the nervous system
and developing their potential use as ther-
apeutic tools in regenerative medicine.
Determined to give back what she
valued, education, commitment, and
sheer hard work, Larysa was a champion
of the mouse, lecturing on, and then
directing, the Cold Spring Harbor Labo-
ratory’s Mouse Embryology course to
train the next generation of develop-
mental geneticists. Passionate about
promoting stem cell initiatives, she also
served on several NIH panels that shaped
the future of stem cell science.
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colleagues, postdocs, and students. Her
warmth, enthusiasm and hands-on
training were superb. She was the best
mentor: gentle, unassuming, and dedi-
cated. Larysa always gave more than she
ever took. No one who ever met Larysa
will forget her: beautiful outside and inside.
She enriched us all, and will be sorely
missed. The Larysa Pevny Memorial Fund
(http://www.medicalfoundationofnc.org/
neuroscience) has been established at
UNC in her honor to recognize theachievement of an outstanding trainee
who has advanced the neural stem cell
field and who exhibits the same spirit of
generosity and hard work that character-
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